It is widely acknowledged that one of the most serious problems students of English as a foreign language face is their deprivation of practicing the language outside the classroom. Generally, the classroom is the sole environment where they can practice English, which by its nature does not provide rich setting to help students develop their competence by putting the language into practice. Motivated by this need, this descriptive study investigated the impact of audio dialog journals on students' speaking skills. It also aimed to gain insights into students' and teacher's opinions on keeping audio dialog journals outside the class. The data of the study developed from student and teacher audio dialog journals, student written feedbacks, interviews held with the students, and teacher observations. The descriptive analysis of the data revealed that audio dialog journals served a number of functions ranging from cognitive to linguistic, from pedagogical to psychological, and social. The findings and pedagogical implications of the study are discussed in detail.
Introduction
A prevailing problem the great majority of foreign language learners face in Turkey, as in many other countless countries, is having very little or no opportunity to practice the language they learn outside the classroom. For the most part, foreign language learners can practice speaking predominantly in the classroom with their classmates and teachers, which is by no means adequate considering the limited course hours allocated, the number of students, the limitations of the teacher, and the restrictions of the classrooms. Apart from restricting foreign language use within the classroom walls, making the language itself a study focus activity rather than for a real communicative purpose, this situation deprives students from developing competence as claimed by the proponents of the Output Hypothesis (Harley, 1993) . Peyton (20009 also underlines the gravity of the same issue from teachers' perspective saying that although teachers often wish they had more time to communicate with their students, to learn about their backgrounds, interest and needs, to share information, and to follow their learning, they cannot do so because of time limitations. Driven by this reality, various solutions have been proposed over the years. One of these solutions is audiotaped/audio dialog journal, which, according to Brown, Garver, and Sagers (1996) alleviates this problem. According to Peyton (2000) , dialog journals, which not only open a new channel of communication, but also provide another context for language development. Dialog journals also allow teachers to extend contact time with students and help teachers create optimal language learning conditions.
Audio dialog journals in ELT
Dialog journals have been implemented successfully in different contexts from elementary school to graduate school in a variety of subjects in various ways (Bode, 1989; Danielson, 1988; Gordon and MacInnis, 1993; Kirk, 1989; Peyton, 1988; Peyton and Staton, 1993; Peyton, Staton, Richardson, and Wolfram, 1993; Staton, 1980; Wang, 1996) . One of these contexts is foreign language class. In addition to serving as a means of meaningful and genuine communication in a real-life like contextualized manner, it also presents language learners ample opportunities to develop their writing fluency. The idea of fostering a continuing exchange of ideas between teacher and student seems to be harmonious with Vygotsky's view on the role of language and social interaction in learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Gavelek, 1986; Gallimore and Tharp, 1990) .
Unlike most of the present extensions of traditional activities, journal writing foregrounds the content, putting the form in the background. In this message-oriented communication, journal writers can express their ideas, thoughts, emotions, and feelings in their journal entries to communicate regularly with people of their choice such as their peers or teachers. What sounds even more remarkable is the fact that they can do so ignoring their ever-haunting ghost: fear of making mistakes. In addition to providing learners with content-wise freedom of self-expression in a relaxing atmosphere, it also allows learners to do so comfortably at their own pace, paying no heed to linguistic issues such as grammatical and lexical accuracy and syntactic complexity. Although the following excerpts describe written dialogue journal, almost all of its features, as claimed by Henry (1994) , are also legitimate for audio dialog journals. As is underlined in the following excerpts, dialogue journals are not only an effective tool for use in developing communication and language skills in almost any student population, they are also a valuable way for teachers to connect with their students on a personal level. Staton describes dialog journals as: "A dialogue journal contains a genuine conversation, written rather than spoken, a means by which individual students at any age can carry on a private discussion with their teacher. The interactive format of equal turns on the same topics is quite different from the traditional student personal journals, in which a teacher may sometimes make some kind of marginal comment on a student's entry, but only days or weeks after the student wrote it. The distinguishing characteristics of dialogue journals are their interactive, functional nature, and the creation of mutually interesting topics. Such dialogues occur on a daily or regular basis throughout the school year, extending the conversation across time for purposes of communication, self-understanding, negotiation of the classroom relationship, and problem solving. In the elementary school classroom, this simple, teacher-developed practice also involves meaningful, functional reading and writing as a single whole, just as speaking and listening are a seamless whole in oral discourse" (Staton, 1987: 49) . (Italics added) In addition to underlining similar benefits of dialog journals, Peyton and Reed (1990) underscore the freedom audio dialog journals offer to students saying: "A dialogue journal, put very simply, is a conversation between a teacher and an individual student. However, this conversation differs from all others that they may have, in or out of the classroom; it is written, it is completely private, and it takes place regularly and continually throughout an entire school year or semester…Students write regularly in the journal, as much as they want and about whatever they choose, and the teacher writes back-not grading or correcting the writing, and not responding with simple platitudes or evaluative comments such as "Good" or "Interesting point!" The teacher is a partner in a conversation, who accepts what is written and responds as directly and openly as possible, while keeping in mind the student's language ability and interest" Peyton and Reed (1990:3-4) .
(Italics added)
As the italicized parts show, journals have a great therapeutic value as they provide students, especially the timid ones, with a means to express themselves. They also create opportunities for real communication with a real purpose, audience, and purpose (Peyton & Reed, 1990) . Another very important benefit of audio dialog journals is that they encourage students to express themselves freely without obsessing with form. Audio dialog journals also have benefits for teachers ranging from knowing students better as individuals and becoming more informed of student strengths and shortcomings to building rapport and trust with students (Peyton, 1988) . In the same manner as a written dialogue journal, audio dialog journals serve many invaluable functions both for students and teachers, especially for students who have no other opportunity to practice speaking outside the classroom. Journals come in a variety of forms. For example, McGrath (1992) identifies three types of oral journals: the audiotape journal, the cassette notebook and the oral dialog journal. The audiotape journal was developed to increase students' fluency, to raise their awareness of pronunciation difficulties, to give them a chance to speak with a native English speaker, and to provide the teacher with more efficient use of time. The teacher's role is to speak about the topic, respond to the content, and comment on the pronunciation and grammar. The cassette notebook is similar to the audiotape journal, but is used to complete specific assignments related to a variety of language skills; such as practicing grammar or vocabulary covered in the class. The oral dialog journal bears an emphasis on student's discovering their identity within the new culture in which they are living, which means a class discussion leads to a journal topic which the student discusses on record (McGrath, 1992) .
Apart from the above-cited benefits, audio dialog journal offers various benefits both to students and teachers such as: · Providing increased opportunities for communication between students and teachers · Allowing the teacher to individualize language and content learning, · Allowing the teacher to gain information that can assist in lesson planning · Enabling students to have the opportunity to use writing for genuine communication ·
Providing students with an additional opportunity for reading · Providing students with an additional opportunity for listening and speaking · Offering an opportunity of speaking FL for the students who are anxious to talk in front of a class and build self-confidence · Helping students reduce the anxiety of speaking FL · Helping students reduce the anxiety of interacting with the teachers · Helping students be more fluent and develop some strategies to speak more fluently · Raising consciousness of the student's common pronunciation, grammar, structure and vocabulary mistakes Peyton & Reed (1990:3-4) In addition to serving a unique form of communication of ideas, in the same approach as written dialog journals, audio dialog journals have been found useful (Egbert, 1992) . In underlying the benefits of dialogue journals, Barkley et al. (2005) claim that dialogue journals "offer a formal medium for students to record their thoughts, connect coursework to their personal lives, and ask each other questions". They also argue that the effectiveness of the dialogue journal increases "when writers know that someone who is also interested in the topic will read and respond to their entries" (p.236). Several studies conducted on audio dialog journals have demonstrated the positive impact of them. For example , Brown et. al. (1996) found that audio dialog journals influenced students' feelings about their relationship with their teacher. Liao and Wong's study (2010) on the 'Effects of dialog journals on L2 students' writing fluency, reflections, anxiety, and motivation' has shown that dialog journals contributed to students' promoting their English writing proficiency, enhancing students' reflective awareness of English and promoting their self-growth as human beings. Also dialog journals were effective in reducing students' writing anxiety and increasing their motivation. Although numerous studies have been conducted on the benefits of written dialog journals, very few studies have focused on the benefits of audio/oral dialog journals. For example, Nama and Ramazanazdeh (2011) found that oral dialog journals helped increase Iranian EFL learners' communicative competence. They also demonstrated that oral dialog journals helped teachers know the students more and understand their communication problems. Marefat and Moladoust's study (2011) on audiotaped oral dialog journal and vocabulary acquisition and retention draws attention to similar benefits of audio dialog journals.
Purpose of the study
Although several studies have been conducted on the benefits of written dialog journals, few studies have been done investigating the benefits of audio dialog journals. With this lacuna to fill in, this study aims to investigate the benefits of audio dialog journal writing for students and teachers.
Method

The setting and participants
The study was conducted at Anadolu University, one of the leading universities in Turkey, in the fall semester of 2010-2011 academic years with the participation of 17 elementary level students from the School of Foreign Languages, which at the time offered skills-based instruction. The participants, aged between 17 and 20, were from the first researcher's listening and speaking classes. Four students from one class and thirteen from the other class initially volunteered for the study, but one did not hand in any recording and another one had attendance problem and quit school at the very beginning of the study. The following table presents information about the participants and their recordings and written feedback. 
Data collection instruments
The data for the study were collected through participant recordings, participant written feedback on the recordings, interview with the participants, and teacher observation. The participants recorded their own speech on any issue they wished to speak about four times. The participants were not restricted in any way. They could make preparations for the recordings and talk about their area of interest as long as they wanted to. In addition to the recordings, they also gave written feedback on every entry, describing the process in detail in Turkish. As Turkish is their mother tongue and they had indicated they would feel more comfortable in giving written feedback in Turkish at the beginning of the study, they did so. A week after they handed in their recordings, the first writer (henceforth I) gave them feedback, focusing on the content, vocabulary, structure, and pronunciation. Another means of data collection was informal observation of the participants. At the end of the study, an unstructured interview regarding the pros and cons of the process with the participants was held.
Data collection process
Teacher perspective
Although the success of the speaking journals relies heavily on the quality of teacher responses (Ho, 2003) , I hesitated at first to give feedback by recording my voice since it seemed to me that it would take a lot of time, but then I realized that there would be no use of it if the students did not get any recorded teacher response. Throughout the process, I adopted and followed the following principles. I responded fully to each and every entry rather than providing them with some brief comments in order to help students view that it was a real and meaningful forum of communication. As the main focus was on purposeful communication, I avoided giving feedback on language use as long as it did not interfere severely with communication, as long as it did not cause ambiguity, and as long as students did not request. Even in such instances, which were not very common, I preferred to deal with such problems by guiding and asking questions in my responses. I gave feedback on language use only when students insisted. Even in such cases, I tried to do so by reformulating the problematic language items, acting as a role model for them. As it was a new experience for me as well as for my students, I experienced some difficulties at first. It was very unnatural for me to hear my voice on the records, since I had not done such a thing before. For the first feedbacks, I re-recorded my voice until I acquired the usual tone. After several attempts, I got used to it and felt comfortable in recording my own voice. At first, it sounded very weird to address my students in their absence. When I first listened to their recordings, I took notes of the issues I wanted to comment on and the language use I wanted to reformulate. Strangely enough, I felt an inclination to focus on correcting language use at first, but as it would turn out to be a string of corrected versions of their utterances, I took notes of only the key language items that could cause communication breakdown to be reformulated. As it would be discourteous to interrupt students when they are speaking and overcorrection prevents them from concentrating on the message (Chastain, 1971) , I remodeled the misused language items considering how general, frequent, comprehensible etc. they were based on the following categorization by Johansson (1973) :
· Generality; mistakes on general rules are more important than isolated lexical items · Frequency; errors with common words are more serious · Comprehensibility; is the meaning lost? I paid special attention to asking questions and commenting on the issues central to the entries to encourage students to elaborate on their upcoming entries. At the end of each response, I commented positively on the overall strengths of their entries to foster their self-confidence. Surprisingly, all of them had their own ways of dealing with my reformulation since some of them never used the reformulated structures or vocabulary items in upcoming entries, while some relied heavily on the reformulated language items. Yet some others made use of both.
At first, I planned to return the recordings every week, but it turned out to be impossible for me to record my entries the same week they handed in me theirs. As a result, I returned my responses a week after they handed me in their records. How long it would take me to record my responses was another important concern for me to consider. I worked on the entries for two hours for the first records and for the second and the third it nearly took one and half-hour. However, the last one took me thirty minutes since there were only five students left. I found it less tiring to start recording my responses by having a long break after listening to their recordings and taking notes of the important issues.
Technical aspect
It was very practical to use cell phones as a recording tool since all of my students had one and were very good at using it. One of my students had experienced a failure on her cell phone but she borrowed one of her friend's cell-phones. They sent their recordings through Bluetooth to my computer directly. When we had difficulties transferring the recordings into my computer, they sent them as voice-mails. In addition, during this study, we had a one-week holiday, which I thought would interrupt the motivation on the study and cause a pause in exchanging recordings. However, my students sent their recordings through voice-mails. The length of my students' recordings ranged from 30 seconds to 3 minutes and the file format was '.amr', while some of my students preferred 'windows media player' files. I listened to each record using 'QuickTime Player' and "Windows Media Player".
Results and discussion
Student written feedback
After each recording, most of my students gave me a written feedback. At the end of the study, I interviewed the participant to get their opinions and suggestions about the study. Two of my students sent their post-study feedbacks in writing as they were away. After each recording, I wanted my students to answer nine questions. They mostly preferred to answer the questions in their native language and they also expressed their opinions in words and phrases only in L2 at the beginning. However, in their last feedbacks, it seemed they were more willing to use L2 to express their views. That might be because they gained more confidence.
They were free to decide on their entry topics they would like to talk about, which would give them an opportunity to be autonomous. It seemed that many of them chose their topics from the subjects dealt with in the classes adding a personal dimension to them. For the first recording, many of them preferred to introduce their families since it was the beginning of the term and they just left their parents and we were studying "introducing someone" in the class. One of their entries sets off by:
"I miss them too much, that's why I wanted about them to talk".
There were two other students whose entry topics were similar; one chose to talk about himself:
"As a beginning, I thought that's very convenient" and his way of thinking showed me that he totally agreed that this study was a process and he created some steps to build a communication chain. Another student introduced her hometown, using mostly simple present tense and justified her preference saying that she knew the topic and the structure very well. Only one of my students, a repeat student, explained that he chose the topic because it was exciting. He seemed very confident and not afraid of making any mistakes. For the following recordings, they chose topics that had already been dealt with in the courses. Only once did one student ask me to assign her a topic. She explained that I, as a teacher, would know better which topics would be useful for them to focus on. This might have been because the exam was approaching and some of my students started to think that the project would be a good practice for their speaking exams.
The following questions focused on their feelings before, during, and after the recording processes:
1. What process did you go through in making your first recording? 2. What changed after the second and the third time? 3. What do you do when you listen to my response? 4. How much time do you spend on this activity? 5. How is this activity useful? 6. How could it be more useful? (Henry, 1994, pp. 71, 74) For the first recording, all of my students stated that they were very excited and stressful before recording their entries even though they had had chances to record their voice over and over again. Starting from the second recordings, it seemed that they began to get used to it and became more relaxed; yet some had difficulty in keeping calm when recording their voice. It was not until the third recording that they all stated they felt comfortable before recording. Their feelings for the pre and during recording stages were nearly the same. Some of their comments during the recording phase are:
"I always think that my teacher will listen to my voice and I feel afraid to make mistakes", "I usually have a feeling that I'll mispronounce words", "I am worried that I cannot talk long enough".
Nearly all of them stated that they felt fully relaxed when they finished working on the recording. It seemed to me that recording their voice or speaking English was a completely stressful activity for most of them. Some answers that led me to think so were:
"I thought myself that such a crazy man I am!"
Another student underlined that she had empathy with me saying
"When I finished, I listened to my entry and thought my voice is so bad and I hesitated a lot!"
I also asked my students what preparations they had made before recordings. Most of them preferred to get prepared for recordings by writing: they wrote down and/or took notes of what they would say and revise it many times before making the final version of the recording. The stimulus behind choosing topics they were already familiar with was that they were both anxious about the coherence of their speech and they wanted to be fluent. Only one of my students stated that he tried to motivate himself making some listening activities and tried to focus on what to do next. Another one explained that he looked for some vocabulary. The interesting point about this student is that he looked just for the meaning of the word, not its pronunciation although he was an elementary level student.
With regards to the feelings and problems they faced during the process, four of my students stated that for the first recording, they had occasional hesitations, sometimes because they could not find the right vocabulary and sometimes they forgot what to say next. Many of them had difficulties with vocabulary even if they had made preparations before the recording. They stated that during the recording, they wanted to say something other than what they had previously prepared, but since they did not have sufficient vocabulary, they felt they could not project what they really thought. In addition to language-related problems, some had other problems. Two of them said that they had trouble in finding a quiet place to record their voice. Since many of them stayed in dormitories and shared their rooms with at least two roommates, they faced location-related problems. For example, one of them explained that she felt very shy to speak English in front of her roommates. In addition, one of my students stated that he was really surprised when he listened to his own voice and felt as if he had listened to someone else's voice on the record.
The length of time they spent on recording their entries ranged from 2 hours maximum to 10 minutes. Individual differences, level of anxiety, experience in prep school, and the importance attached to the study seemed to have a great effect on the length of time they spent on this project. Along the way, every student gradually spent less time on preparation. Many of them stated that they recorded their voice for more than five times for the first recording, while all of them had fewer re-recordings for the following recordings. However, one of them stated that although she showed great progress on re-recording times, at a particular stage, she felt tired and unmotivated, so she re-recorded her voice more than she did the first time.
Apart from the difficulties and problems peculiar to recordings, we experienced communication breakdowns from time to time. The most important instance occurred when one of my students did not even realize that my recordings was a response to her entry, as I focused more on reformulating the language items she had used wrongly. As she did not inform me about this misunderstanding on time, we realized this miscommunication in the interview given at the end of the study. Yet in another case, one of them talked about something totally different as he misunderstood my questions.
Interview
The following are the questions addressed to the participants and their responses collected during the interview held with the five randomly chosen students, who regularly handed in their journal entries.
1. Are you doing anything differently now-and has the process you used with your speaking journal changed? All of the responses underlined that students did less and less writing in time. Though they prepared for the recording by noting down full sentences at first, with every audio journal entry, preparation with full sentences left its place to taking notes in phrases and words. The same decline in preparation was seen in the number of recordings done in that their preparations had fewer recordings towards the last entries. They rationalized this decline stating that they were very excited at the beginning, but as time went by, they were able to sound natural. What is more, they could add their ideas spontaneously in the last two recordings.
What have you learnt in keeping an oral journal?
The participants' responses centered mostly on pronunciation, language use, and fluency gains. They underlined that they were happy with their recordings after numerous recordings based on 'interesting and interactive feedback they received,' (in their own words) and feedback received face-to-face from the teacher.
What would you do differently if you could do it again?
The responses received underlined the reality that the process has contributed positively to the participants since they gave considerable thought on what and how differently they would like to do audio journal if they had to do so. Their responses focused predominantly on the topic. While some would choose current topics from daily news, some others would opt to talk on topics totally different from the ones discussed in the classes. In addition to this personal point, they also gave consideration to the interactional dimension stating that they would have more interaction with their peers. One participant also expressed her wish to interact more with the teacher.
4. What attracts your attention the most when you consider your last two recordings? All of the participants highlighted their improvement in pronunciation and fluency. They stated that the duration of their speech increased and that they became comfortable in doing so.
5. Have you ever deleted or re-recorded? As they underlined their multiple recordings in response to question 2 above, all of them except for one stated that they had deleted and made recordings again and again until they were happy with the final production.
6. How does it help to listen to your own voice? One of the participants stated that he had never listened to his recording, so he had no idea about it. On the other hand, the others stressed that at first listening to their own voice was somehow different and a completely novel experience. They were foreign to their own voices like many others put in the same situation. In addition to personal awareness, they also made linguistic gains by recognizing their own mistakes and learning from them.
7. Have you picked up on any error correction?
The central idea of the responses centered on using the language grammatically. The participants highlighted the fact that they made grammatical mistakes in their first recording attempts. Surprisingly, one of the participants drew attention to a causal relationship between her anxiety and her grammatical mistakes, stressing that her recording-wise anxiety was the main cause of her grammatical mistakes. However, in their subsequent attempts, they realized their mistakes and learned from them.
8. As a dictation, is it more useful to write before or after the recordings? All of the participants, with no exception, acknowledged that it was much more useful to write as a way of getting prepared for the recording. They also stated that this helped increase their fluency.
9. Which of these elements are most important to you in your speaking journal; Communicating ideas, error correction, fluency, grammar, listening, pronunciation, or student initiative?
All of the participants found audio journal practice as a totally student centered activity, lending numerous opportunities to practice English. In underlining the significance of this practice, one of the participants stated that they could feel as teachers during the study and learned to critique themselves. The same student maintained; "It is better to criticize oneself rather than the teacher doing so". Unlike their total agreement on some of the previous questions, they had different priorities on this question. However, pronunciation, fluency, and anxiety were foregrounded, followed by grammar. This interesting observation underlines the reality that they attach much more importance to the way they convey their message than the message itself. While this could be due to their prior language learning experience, it could also be a signal that their affective filters were up, which coincides with their anxiety.
10. What would you say in preparing a speaking journal with a non-native speaker? Would you prefer a native speaker? While all of the participants stated that they prefer a non-native teacher in this kind of a study, only one participant underlined the benefits of being involved with a native speaker teacher. He stated that it could be more beneficial in terms of pronunciation and intonation.
11. After having experienced speaking journals as a student, would you use them as a teacher, if you had to do so? Despite agreeing on the interactive, interesting, and satisfactory features of audio dialog journals, most of the participants stated that more recordings and teacher feedback would be much better. They also highlighted that they would prefer face-to-face interviews with the teacher after each recording to get comprehensive feedback on common mistakes.
Teacher observation
As has been underlined so far, the participants have benefited a lot from the Audio Journal application in a variety of ways. When it comes to teacher's dimension, this useful practice has its own pros and cons. For one thing, it is very enjoyable for the teacher because of the friendly atmosphere it provides. This pleasant context enabled the teacher to get to know the students much better and allowed the teacher to be aware of the individual differences a lot more when compared to the usual classroom atmosphere. The teacher's cognizance of the individual differences of the participants provided the teacher with the opportunity to answer their personal needs. Unfortunately, from another standpoint, this application has some downsides. One of these is that it is time-consuming and tiring for the teacher, as it demands a lot from the teacher. It requires a lot of sacrifice and devotion from the teacher considering the heavy workload of teachers. Besides this physical dimension, it also has an important psychological issue. Sometimes, it is too demanding to motivate and encourage the participants not to lose track of the continuous process of recordings. Therefore, it looks logical to pre-determine some areas of focus for teacher feedback such as fluency. Also, it seems that this kind of a study, which demands a lot from the teacher, could better be conducted with smaller groups. Despite its cons for the teacher, Audio Journal is worth trying keeping in mind its benefits for students. As the saying goes, "If there is a will, there is a way", willingness is the key both for the participants and the teacher.
Conclusion
Considering the limited opportunity students of English as a foreign language have in practicing speaking English outside the classroom walls, we could say that audio dialog journals, with their promising nature, could be a solution. In addition to providing learners with freedom and ample opportunities to develop their competence through practicing speaking, it allows student to use their language for a real purpose in a meaningful context. This fully learner-centered practice strengthens communication and enhances relationship between students and teachers. During this meaningful communication process, students get fully involved in the process cognitively, psychologically, and linguistically. The individualized attention students get during this practice helps increase their confidence, as it is entirely a student initiative. They can also take full responsibility for identifying, pursuing, and working their goals. Besides, it gives a great chance to students to gain insight into their own learning styles and help them develop learning strategies. In the meantime, students could also gain knowledge and awareness of oral and aural aspects of their language; they can be aware of their own voices.
Besides its direct positive impact on students, it also helps teachers build a special channel of communication and interaction with their students.
Our experience with audio dialog journals has been rewarding to both the students and to us personally. As very few tools in the teachers' toolbox seem to offer so much in one package, audio dialog journals seem to remain a mainstay in EFL classes. As argued by Avoseh (2005), Nama and Ramazanzadeh (2011), Marefat and Moladoust (2011) , audio dialog journals could be successfully employed in ELT settings with students with no or limited opportunity to practice speaking outside the classroom.
Despite giving useful insight into the benefits of audio journal in an EFL context, it must be underlined that the findings of this descriptive study can by no means be generalized due to the limitations of the study. It is apparently clear that much more data from more learners at different levels of English proficiency are needed to generalize the findings.
